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Utilizing and understanding sales tools has become critical in a world where the variety of
tools is vast and their applications diverse. Companies are competing for customers who
have access to a vast amount of information, thus increasingly shaping the sales process and
its progression. Previous research has focused on various markets and their specific pro-
cesses, as well as the benefits of digitalization in sales.

The aim of this research is to examine how digital tools and solutions are applicable to the
sales process and how they enhance it. The study identified areas for development and prob-
lems in the target company's sales process, for which solutions were sought through literature
comparison. The purpose of the solutions was to streamline and improve the existing sales
process.

The research was conducted as a qualitative study, utilizing interviews and observation as
research methods. Data was gathered by interviewing four individuals from the target com-
pany and one representative from a customer company. The interviews aimed to identify and
highlight areas for development in the sales process.

As a result of the research, a framework was created for the utilization of various sales tools
in different stages of the sales process, based on the different problem areas that companies
in the early stages of sales may encounter. Thus, the findings of the study can be utilized by
both the target organization and other startup or early-stage sales organizations.
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Myynnin tydkalujen hyddyntdminen ja niiden ymmairtdminen on tullut kriittiseksi maail-
massa, missi erilaisten tyokalujen mééra on valtava ja niiden kdyttdkohteet moninaiset. Yri-
tykset taistelevat asiakkaista, jotka padsevit késiksi valtavaan médrén tietoa ja madrittavét
siten yhd enemmin myyntiprosessia ja sen kulkua. Aikaisempi tutkimustieto on keskittynyt
erilaisiin markkinoihin ja niiden ominaisiin prosesseihin, sekéd digitalisaation hydtyihin
myynnissa.

Tédmin tutkimuksen tavoitteena on tutkia miten digitaaliset tyokalut ja ratkaisut soveltuvat
myyntiprosessiin ja miten ne kehittévit sitd. Tutkimuksessa selvitettiin kohdeyrityksen
myyntiprosessin kehityskohteita ja ongelmia, joihin kirjallisuudesta vertaamalla etsittiin rat-
kaisuja. Ratkaisujen tarkoituksena oli suoraviivaistaa ja kehittdd olemassa olevaa myynti-
prosessia.

Tutkimus toteutettiin laadullisena tutkimuksena, jonka tutkimusmetodeina toimivat haastat-
telut sekd havainnointi. Aineisto keréttiin haastattelemalla neljd4 kohdeyrityksen henkil6é
sekd yhtd asiakasyrityksen edustajaa. Haastattelujen tarkoituksena oli tunnistaa ja nostaa
esille kehityskohteita myyntiprosessista.

Tutkimuksen tuloksena luotiin viitekehys erilaisten myynnin tyokalujen hyddyntdmiseen eri
myyntiprosessin vaiheissa pohjautuen eri ongelmakohtiin mitd myynnin alkuvaiheessa ole-
villa yrityksilla saattaa olla. Ndin ollen tutkimuksen tuloksia voi hyodyntdi sekd kohdeorga-
nisaatio, sekd muut startup- tai myynnin alkuvaiheessa olevat organisaatiot.
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1 Introduction

Digitalization is one of most impactful megatrends of this era, which has impacted corpora-
tions in almost every field of business. Digitalization renews and develops business and
earning models of companies and entire industries. Through digitalization, companies are
offered a new way to utilize information, develop processes and measure key performance
indicators. (Kurvinen & Seppd 2016) Companies are investing heavily in their digital trans-
formation with sales organization as one of their primary fields. However, plenty of those

companies struggle to capitalize on those efforts. (Guenzi and Habel 2020)

Guenzi and Habel (2020) implicate that companies are offered limited conceptual guidance
as prior literature has examined specific aspects of digital transformation instead of provid-
ing instructions on holistically transforming and developing sales, which has led companies
to a game of trial and error. With the rise of Al and its addition to sales platforms and devel-
opment, the importance of understanding how these tools work and how can they help sales
processes is more relevant than ever to avoid the unnecessary trial and error. As Fraccastoro
et al. (2021) focus on communication tools, Kadi¢-Maglajli¢ et al. (2021) on sales processes
in emerging markets, and Rutherford and Matthews (2023) on sales process in an interna-
tional framework, it leaves a research gap in how these technologies and tools fit to sales

processes and at which points of the process.

In this era, where corporations compete for customers who have access to vast amounts of
information, perfecting sales processes have become an interest of salespeople to win the
trust of customers. Even though the themes of sales process and digitalization are receiving
scholarly attention, the concrete levels of how, what and when organizations adopt new tech-
nologies to improve their sales process seems to be left out. This study will add to the con-
tinuum of three studies, which are explained in the background of the study, with the focus
on digitalization and digital tools to improve the sales process and see what effects they have

on international sales activities.



1.1  Background of the study

In their 2021 study, Fraccastoro et al. focused on the integration of technology within the
sales processes of international small- and medium-sized business-to-business (B2B) com-
panies. Their research highlights a noticeable gap in the existing literature, particularly in
relation to communication tools, within the context of international B2B sales. The study's
findings showcase a departure from distinctly separated phases in the sales process, reveal-
ing a more intertwined and adaptive approach. This shift is attributed to the necessity for
agility and efficiency in the day-to-day operations of these service-oriented small and me-
dium enterprises (SMEs). Consequently, the authors propose a redefined structure for the
sales process, emphasizing three essential phases: the identification of new business oppor-

tunities, persuasion, and adept relationship management.

Acknowledging the influence of market development levels on the sales process, Kadi¢-
Maglajli¢ et al. (2021) directed their attention toward examining how the sales process op-
erates in emerging markets. The study's findings shed light on notable variations in sales
processes specific to developing markets, drawing inspiration from both Dubinsky's
(1980/1981) and Moncrief and Marshall's (2005) frameworks. It's important to note that this
research focuses on salespeople operating within a single developing market, rather than
those who engage with multiple developing markets. As a result, the study underscores the
need for further research that broadens its scope to encompass a more diverse range of sales

professionals operating across numerous emerging markets.

The most recent study in this line of research, Rutherford and Matthews (2023) aimed to
develop a deeper comprehension of the sales process in an international framework. The
primary focus of their investigation was on the cultivation of strategic long-term relation-
ships, leading to the development of a four-stage sales process that encompasses all seven
steps of Dubinsky's sales process. The four stages are pre-interaction, initial interaction, fit

exploration, and engagement, and lastly relationship alignment and committed expansion.

1.2 Research questions

The goal of this study is to focus on how digital technologies and solutions can help to de-

velop sales processes. In the core of this study is to find out the development needs and



problems of target organizations sales process. After discovering these development areas
and problematic functions, digital solutions are to be assessed in the hopes of developing

these areas. From these aims, the research questions are:
- What development areas or problems are in the sales process or in the sales work?

- How can digital solutions help to improve these functions and make sales more ef-

fective?

The aim of the first research question is to find out the current stage of the sales process.
Through the analysis of the current stage, development areas and problems in the process
become visible. The second research question is answered to find out digital solutions that

can help to improve the as-is-process.

1.3 Literature review

Sales activities and processes are being fundamentally challenged by digitalization. (Ala-
méki & Korpela 2021) Technological advancements trigger major changes in sales activities,
which transform how customers and organizations interact. Digital relationships between
buyers and sellers are becoming increasingly more important for sales and marketing prac-
tices. Fischer et al. (2023) assert that the integration of digital technologies in sales processes
has the potential to yield significant productivity gains. They highlight the increasing acces-
sibility of the internet as a facilitator, making international product distribution more seam-
less. Consequently, the authors anticipate a notable shift towards greater digitalization in the
future of sales. Alamédki and Korpela (2021) realize that digital transformation is providing
new variations of tools for managing sales as well as systematically transforming B2B sales
management and ecosystems. The adoption of artificial intelligence (Al) is believed to trans-
form sales further digitally. The use of digital tools and technologies in B2B context is shown
to increase revenue, profitability, effectiveness, and the understanding of customer’s needs.

(Mattila et al. 2021)

Fraccastoro et al. (2021) conclude that existing research has predominantly concentrated on
dissecting individual steps within the sales process. However, they emphasize a gap in com-
prehensive studies that specifically investigate the sales process through samples using in-

ternational B2B sales professionals. They discussed the integrated utilization of social
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media, digital platforms, and traditional communication tools within the business-to-busi-
ness (B2B) sales process of international SMEs. Rutherford and Matthews (2023) picked up
from Fraccastoro (2021) with research that focuses on the sales process in international en-

vironment.

In the present sales landscape, customers are characterized by heightened knowledge, re-
duced dependence on salespeople, and an increased level of control over interactions. Sim-
ultaneously, this shift is accompanied by a set of demands and needs, which leads to the
formation of new sales teams. These teams extend beyond traditional salespeople and consist
of technical experts and marketing professionals. (Mattila et al. 2020) Guenzi and Habel
(2020) have studied the digital transformation of B2B sales focusing on the importance of

proactive customer orientation in co-creating value in sales management.

The perspective of value-based selling has received lots of scholarly attention and is further
investigated from the viewpoint of digital transformation. (Alaméki & Korpela 2021, p. 299)
The authors come to the conclusion that B2B sales are addressed best from an ecosystem
point-of-view, as multiple participants take action in industrial marketing and sales processes
at various digital and non-digital touch points. Their research address ecosystem thinking in

the digital transformation of value-based selling practices.

International sales and sales management (ISSM) is a topic of research that goes back many
decades and the importance of studying it, which includes strategies, activities, and potential
pitfalls, must be emphasized (Schrock et al. 2018). Schrock et al. (2018) mention in their
study about the most used keywords in ISSM literature that “sales technology” wasn’t in the
top list of keywords in the literature. Ever since the century changed and technology devel-
oped, the visibility of digital marketing, social media, and sales force automation topics in
the literature have increased. Many of the ISSM studies have investigated the influence of
information technology on ISSM. Baker and Delpechitre (2013) studied the drives of sales-
force automation technology use, Rodriguez, Peterson and Krishnan (2012) studied the pros

of salesperson’s social media use while Marshall et al. (2012) studied the cons.
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1.4 Theoretical framework

Dubinsky (1980/1981) conducted factor analysis on 84 selling techniques which used a sam-
ple of 181 salespeople, resulting in the identification of seven key stages in the sales process.
These stages encompass locating and prospecting for potential customers, pre-approaching
to gather prospect-specific information, approaching for initial contact, presenting product
or service offerings, handling objections or sales resistance, closing the deal through nego-
tiation, and concluding with post-sale follow-up to address any post-purchase concerns.
These steps offer a comprehensive framework for guiding salespeople through effective cus-

tomer engagement and successful transactions. The seven steps are described in Figure 1.

. . Overcoming .
Prospecting > Preapproach> Approach > Presentatlon> objections > Closing > Follow-up >

Figure 1: Seven steps of selling (Adapting from Dubinsky 1980-1981)

Emphasizing the significance of relationships in sales, Moncrief and Marshall (2005) intro-
duced an adapted seven-step sales framework tailored for industrial contexts. Their study
lays the groundwork for understanding the evolving sales process, particularly considering
the increasing integration of technology, collaborative team approaches, and the growing
knowledge and sophistication of buyers. They acknowledge that while salespeople typically
engage in these steps in some form, they may not all occur in every sales interaction. Instead,
these steps happen gradually over time and may involve multiple individuals within the sell-
ing firm. Their research primarily centers on a general business-to-business perspective, yet
it acknowledges that globalization has introduced several transformative shifts in sales prac-
tices. The evolved seven steps of selling created by Moncrief and Marshall (2005) are de-

scribed in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Evolved selling process (Adapting from Moncrief & Marshall 2005)

The theoretical framework of this study utilizes elements of both frameworks. In the inter-
views, the process is approached from the Dubinsky’s model, but the answers are being an-
alyzed from both Dubinsky’s as well as Moncrief’s and Marshall’s model. The purpose of
this study is to understand how the “evolved seven steps of selling” can be developed with
the use of digital technologies and how that affects the international sales activities of the
organization. The aim is to adapt to the evolvement of market and focus on the customer

relationship building aspect of sales.

1.5 Definitions and delimitations

In this study, digitalization refers to all the digital solutions and actions by which sales pro-
cesses can be improved. The study does not categorize digital solutions based on effective-
ness, but instead brings out digital actions by which the sales process and the sales work can

be improved.
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Internationalization in this study means designing processes in a way that it can be followed
in sales negotiations with customer organizations beyond the sellers own domestic markets.
The target organization is keen to internationalize its operations and thus wants to implement

solutions to its sales process that can work with international customers.

The study focuses on one company, which operates in the inspection and analytics industry
and does business-to-business context. The company works in an ecosystem of multiple or-
ganizations which might affect the sales process. This study will not consider other indus-
tries. The study limits to the sales process of smart maintenance inspections and analytics
solutions of the target organization. The study considers the internal processes and deals with
sales process and sales work closely with the people that are dealing with sales and with the
systems that are associated with sales. The organization works in business-to-business (B2B)

sector, so the study is limited to B2B organizations.

This study acts as research for the development of sales process with digital solutions. From
this study, the target organization receives a table of suggestions and solutions of digital
solutions that can help the organization improve its international sales process. The organi-
zation can then choose the fitting solutions to incorporate to their processes. This means that

deployment plans, implementations, and tracking are left outside of this study.

1.6 Research methodology

Scientific research can be divided into theoretical and empirical research. Theoretical re-
search in carried out by studying previous literature as empirical research is based on meth-
ods that are developed in theoretical research, which are carried out in practice. (Heikkila
2014) In this study, the chapters one to three represent the theoretical background, in which
sales process, international sales process and digital solutions in sales processes are being
reviewed. The empirical background of this study is conducted from previous research and
literature about these subjects. The theoretical background is then utilized in the empirical

part of the study. The empirical parts of the study are four to seven.

The goal of this research is to understand phenomena’s, their relationships with each other
as well as give in-depth insights to the subject, thus qualitative research method is chosen.

In this research, data is gathered via semi-structured interviews and observations. In semi-
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structured interviews, the questions remain the same, but their order can be adjustment to
the needs of the interview. The benefits achievable through observation include deepening
and diversifying knowledge about a lesser-known phenomenon, understanding connections
between matters, and identifying contradictions (Tuomi & Sarajérvi 2011), which are critical
for this research. Data gathering of quantitative research is often based on forms, interviews,

systematic observations, and experimental studies. (Heikkild 2014)

The research strategy in this study is a case study, which is a detailed and intensive investi-
gation of an individual case or a small group of interconnected cases. The typical goal of a
case study is to describe phenomena, aiming for a deeper understanding (Hirsjirvi et al.

2008), which is why that is chosen for this research.

1.7  Structure of the study

The structure of this study consists of seven main chapters. The first three chapters focus on
the theoretical side of this research paper. First chapter is the introduction chapter, which
explains the background of this study, chosen frameworks and the research questions. The
second chapter presents the first side of the literature review, focusing on the sales process
and its different stages. The third chapter talks about digital technology sales and three per-

spectives by which the technology can be utilized in sales.

Chapter four starts the empirical side of this research paper, explaining the chosen research
methodology and research process, as well as data collection and analysis methods. The fifth
chapter analysis the results from the research and chapter six discusses them and ties them
to the existing literature. To end it, chapter seven presents the implications, conclusions, and

limitations of this study, as well as suggesting further research avenues.
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2 Sales process

The sales process describes the progression of sales step by step (Laine 2008). In other areas
of business, the requirement to document process phases and describe them has long been
accepted. These areas include, for example, manufacturing, financial management, and lo-
gistics. However, describing the sales process is still perceived as challenging, as sales is
still seen more as an art than a science. (Joki-Korpela & Roune 2008) Laine (2008) argues
that the sales process is one of the core processes of a company and plays a crucial role in

1ts success.

Firstly, the differences between different industries and even individual projects in terms of
timing and phases are significant. (Joki-Korpela & Roune 2008) Creating a functional pro-
cess chart helps salespeople anticipate situations and take timely actions. On the other hand,
documenting the process also helps management monitor the progress of the sales process
(Joki-Korpela & Roune 2008). Sharma & Syam (2018) suggest that the complexity of the
product or service, the duration of the sales cycle, the sophistication of the buyer, and the

length of the sales channel all influence the formulated sales processes and their flow.

Customers are much more aware of options and possibilities nowadays, so the sales process
has had to evolve from merely selling a product to developing a functional customer rela-
tionship (Ryals et al. 2009). On the other hand, Adamson et al. (2014) argue that a rigid sales
process might not necessarily be the best solution when aiming for customer-centricity.
Strictly adhering to the stages of the process can also lead to a certain inflexibility in man-
aging relationships. Similarly, a salesperson's creativity and dynamism with the customer
can suffer. While having a certain core process is important, emphasizing the salesperson's
own perspective, judgment, and expertise alongside the process is crucial in modern sales
work. Adhering to a high-quality sales process leads to improved customer satisfaction and

closing rate. (Hesso 2015).

From the perspective of managing company sales, it is crucial that the sales process is de-
fined and measured for both existing and new customers. The company's sales process en-
sures a unified approach for the company, and therefore, it should always be visualized to

make it an integral part of the organization's operations (Laine 2008). Visualization also
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enhances a better understanding of the process and its entirety. (Aalto & Rubanovitsch
2012). Process documentation also aids salespeople and management in decision-making, as
well as providing better tracking and supervision capabilities for management (Vahvaselkd

2004).

The sales processes should first be identified holistically before investigating the potential
and possibilities of digital transformation. Usually, sales processes can be broken into mul-
tiple sub-processes, such as preselling phase, selling phase and after-selling phase. These of
course vary from company to company. (Guenzi & Habel 2020) Rainsberger (2023) argues
that sales process is the core of every sales organization and should always reflect the cus-
tomer’s buying processes. This is based on the customer’s decision-making steps, the sup-

port they need and the information that is important to them.

Evaluation of After sales

alternatives

Information
search

Problem
recognition

Buying decision

* Where is the * What
customer alternatives
researching? does the

¢ |s the decision
easy or
complex?

o lsthe
customer
aware of his

¢ What support
does the

customer
need in after
sales?

How is the
decision
made?

What is he customer
looking for? have?

problem and
his needs?

Figure 3: Customer buying process (Adapting from Rainsberger 2023)

2.1 The goal of sales process

The foundation of business operations and therefore the goal of the sales process is naturally
to acquire profitable customer relationships (Vahvaselkd 2004). According to Laine (2008),
the primary purpose of the sales process is to assist salespeople in selling more effectively.
As stated by Joki-Korpela & Roune (2008), the goal of the sales process is to help salespeo-

ple anticipate situations and take timely actions, while enabling management oversight.

Growth and improved profitability can be pursued in two different ways: either by increasing
collaboration and purchases with existing customers or by acquiring new customers. The
right solution is found in both approaches, although generally increasing sales with existing
customers is easier and more profitable than constantly adding new customer relationships.
Therefore, the key is to strive to retain and care for current profitable customer relationships.

(Vahvaselkéd 2004)
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In many organizations, sales are conducted by experts with high levels of knowledge but for
whom sales might not come naturally. The sales process can be seen as specifically support-
ing these individuals within the company (Eades 2004). The sales process benefits both em-
ployees and the company in several ways (Eades 2004):

- Future sales activities and areas for improvement can be identified to achieve better

sales success.
- Sales defects and shortcomings are identified and addressed.
- Progress in sales can be measured at the potential level.
- Revenue forecasting is possible at the potential level.
- A shared operational model is formed, which all participants in sales can utilize.

- Customer expectations can be managed, and customer satisfaction improved.

2.2 Stages of the sales process

2.2.1 Prospecting

Successful sales process always requires careful preparation. Preparation involves the search
for prospects, i.e., potential customers. Companies seek these prospects in order to turn them
into revenue-generating customer relationships for the business. Prospecting refers to the
identification and selection of potential customers. It is a part of pre-sales preparation (Aalto
& Rubanovitsch 2012). Nowadays the prospecting gap isn’t necessarily done by a salesper-
son. Prospecting can now be done by others in the organization and much of the time, the
salesperson has little or no responsibility for prospecting. Since salespeople are valuable
assets to the organization, many companies outsource the prospecting phase to telemarketers
or utilize technology and artificial intelligence (AI) to search for and collect prospects. As a
result, a shift has happened where salespeople might not conduct prospecting as a systematic
step in the sales process or in their job, but the step typically remains somewhere within the

organization. (Moncrief & Marshall 2005)

The terms "lead" and "prospect" are easily confused. A lead is a customer who has shown

some level of interest in the company or its offered products or services. The signal of
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interest could be, for example, visiting the website or subscribing to a newsletter. On the
other hand, a prospect has had minimal or no interaction with the company, or if there has
been any interaction, it's been limited (Walker 2020). Joki-Korpela & Roune (2008) add a
third category, which is called a suspect. A suspect is described as a potential customer
whose interest has not been clarified yet and differs from prospect in that prospect has had

some positive indication towards the sales process.

New client acquisition is necessary in the process of growing the organization and thus clear-
ing up prospects is important, especially when the company has a large pool of customers.
According to Laine (2008) most salespeople are over optimistic about the buying potential
of potential customers. The task of reaching out to prospects can become unpleasant if the
results are uncertain and results come slowly when compared to the workload. With well-
done prospecting, the company avoids a lot of unnecessary work compared to targeting high-

quality and potential targets, which creates efficiency. (Kotler et al. 1999)

In today's business world, most companies find that a big portion (80%) of their business
comes from a small group (20%) of their customers. Unlike the old way of trying to find as
many customers as possible, modern businesses are now putting more effort into keeping
their existing, profitable customers happy. Many salespeople are focusing less on finding
new customers and more on managing relationships and keeping the best customers satis-
fied. This change in approach, mentioned by Moncrief and Marshall in 2005, recognizes the

growing importance of taking care of the most valuable clients in today's sales world.

2.2.2 Knowledge management

Salespeople today have unparalleled access to information, making them the most informed
in history. With a laptop carrying vast customer data, salespeople quickly become highly
knowledgeable about their customers. Although the preapproach step in sales has always
involved some form of research, the quantity and quality of information available now far
exceed what was possible in the past. In the preapproach phase, salespeople focus on inves-
tigating the prospect or customer, getting to know their needs, and gathering relevant mate-
rials to prepare for the subsequent interaction. As outlined by Moncrief and Marshall in
2005, this step has become more robust and efficient thanks to the wealth of information

accessible to sales professionals today.
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Traditionally, salespeople used to go through the information they had about the customer
and what topics had been previously discussed before each sales call or meeting. Not too
long ago, this was done by going through notebooks of written notes. Now all information
travels with the salesperson on their laptop. Internet and other digital tools such as customer
relationship management (CRM) tools have become critical in sales. It allows the discovery
of new customers as well as serving existing customers more efficiently. (Moncrief & Mar-

shall 2005; Long et al. 2007).

Acquiring new customers is often essential for a company's success. The early stages of the
sales process, involving the handling of prospects and leads, are important yet challenging
and time-consuming parts of the sales process. Nowadays, this phase can be enhanced and
automated through technology, particularly with the help of artificial intelligence (Rains-
berger 2023). There are two types of contacts in reaching out to new customers: warm and
cold. A warm contact is a lead that is a customer with some prior information or expressed
interest in the company or its products and services. A cold contact involves calling a cus-
tomer to generate interest. Successfully conducted contact sparks the customer's interest and

leads to arranging a meeting. (Rubanovitsch 2018).

The strategy of marketing and sales revolves around the construction, maintenance, and the
utilization of databases. Sales organizations today have massive amounts of data and cus-
tomer knowledge, which includes history of purchases, past and present needs, and even
anticipation about the future. The capability for these enhanced databases are built by ad-
vancements in technology. This makes salespeople more professional and relevant to their

customer’s businesses. (Moncrief & Marshall 2005)

2.2.3 Contacting

The traditional approach usually takes the first initial minutes of the sale and is formed by
strategies and tactics which then are employed by the salesperson. The approach usually
consists of small talk, handshake, eye contact and overall making a good first impression.
(Marshall & Moncrief 2005) Well-prepared contact is clear, proceeds logically, provides the
contacted party with speaking time, and aims for a specific goal. It is important that the
conversation is calm, and the seller has the opportunity to fully focus on the weak signals

that enable the meeting (Hesso 2015).
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There has been a change towards a more comprehensive relationship-focused approach in
sales. Nowadays, salespeople often already have a connection or network within the buying
organization. The primary objective is no longer just to make a sale but rather to address
existing problems and offer effective solutions. This is if the relationship with the customer
has already been developed. However, in situations where the customer is yet to be con-
tacted, the approach should still be building the foundation through determining organiza-
tional needs, problems, and issues. Most sales are the result of multiple calls and introduc-

tions, which eventually makes for relationship selling. (Marshall & Moncrief 2005)

Building partnerships with key customers is the pre-requisite of relationship selling. This
change requires adaptation from the salespeople as well as from the organization. Sales focus
is directed in long term achievements rather than just closing the next sale. The prosperity
of a company is closely tied to the success of its salespeople. This implies that the actions
and conduct of the sales team reflect how the organization values and treats its customers.
(Marshall & Moncrief 2005) The personality of the salesperson and their style of communi-
cation during contact is crucial. In today's world, a salesperson doesn't succeed just by recit-
ing product descriptions, but by understanding the customer's needs and presenting targeted
insights and solutions. (Rubanovitsch 2018). In the traditional seven steps, the approach step
was more focused on finding the perfect way to open a dialogue with the customer. This step
has now transformed to focus on building a foundation for relationship selling, which means

providing the best long-term customer service. (Marshall & Moncrief 2005)

2.2.4 Presentation

After determining the needs of the customer, the presentation should occur. The presentation
is the central part of the interaction and can happen several times over an extended period.
Goal of the presentation varies between customer as first-time buyers should adequately un-
derstand the benefits of the product. As the presentation builds, the sales proposal is pre-
sented. (Marshall & Moncrief 2005) Engaging in negotiations face-to-face, via video con-
nection, or over the phone involves a two-way dialogue with the customer, one that can be
prepared for. The salesperson's task is to ensure favorable conditions, as effective commu-

nication requires the right atmosphere and common ground (Laine 2008).
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Initially, National Cash Register introduced “canned presentations” for uniformity, which
means all salespeople were trained to follow the same pitch, but this lacked adaptability.
Traditional presentations involved one-on-one pitches using features-advantages-benefits
(FAB) frameworks, varying in duration. Presentations have since transformed with activities
like adaptive and consultative selling, becoming more iterative and focused on listening.
Modern tools like PowerPoint facilitate adaptable presentations, while team-based ap-
proaches and engagement with buying centers alter presentation styles. (Marshall &

Moncrief 2005)

Increasingly today, customers have already explored website content and sought information
independently before meeting the salesperson. Customers now generally rely less on tradi-
tional sources of information and prefer staying informed digitally (Fischer et al. 2022) As
customers have become more aware of the available options, salespeople must also be
knowledgeable about new solutions. Sales should already know what interests the customer
and utilize this information in value creation during conversations with the customer (Ahve-

nainen et al. 2017)

In the traditional approach, the presentation was usually planned and carried out directly
with the customer, typically involving only the seller and the buyer. However, transforma-
tive changes in the sales landscape now involve buying and selling teams instead of just
individual players. Even in the evolved process, the salespeople still perform the presenta-
tion, but is not necessarily the primary task in the call or a meeting, since information can be
delivered through web pages, email, and advertisements. So in the end, the salespeople are
delivering information between the buying and the selling organization and technology has
enabled multiple ways of delivering information and making the flow of information more

effective. (Marshall & Moncrief 2005)

2.2.5 Problem solving

Objections from customers are essentially questions or hesitations they express about the
product or the company and encountering them is a normal part of every sales interaction.
Traditionally, these objections were seen as challenges that salespeople needed to overcome
to move the sales process forward. These objections should not be considered as negatives

even though they delay the sale process. As the customer reveals their objections, they reveal
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more buyer needs. In today’s world, a true objection might intervene with the sale because
a need is not met. (Marshall & Moncrief 2005) In a study by Marshall, Goebel & Moncrief
(2003) that concerned 215 sales managers from different industries, listening skills were the
single most important attribute in new sales recruits. A good salesperson listens to map out
the needs of the customer. It is also easier to justify and make sales arguments when under-

standing what the customer wants. (Hesso 2015)

Instead of attempting to overcome these objections or reasons of doubt, sales in modern
times tries to be more precise in what the product offers and what the customer needs. Lis-
tening and asking questions are critical parts in the sales process today. Even though the goal
of every salesperson is a successful completion of a sale, the goal is not necessarily to close
the deal every time when making a call to the customer. (Marshall & Moncrief 2005) If the
salesperson pushes through the objections and tries to force the deal, it might lead to cus-

tomer feeling pressured, which might potentially end the sales process. (Laine 2008)

The aim of the traditional step was to find out the reasons why the customer was hesitating
on the buying decision and then try to satisfy and work around their objections. The trans-
formative factor was the shift to determining the needs of the customer before the sales event.
(Marshall & Moncrief 2005) This shift enables interactions to adopt a more consultative
selling approach, also known as "solution selling." In this approach, the emphasis is on col-
laborating with the customer to identify problems, understand their needs, and propose ef-
fective solutions (Bosworth, 1995). The ultimate aim is to create a win-win situation for both
the seller and the buyer, fostering a more collaborative and mutually beneficial relationship.

(Marshall & Moncrief 2005)

2.2.6 The closing

The close is the successful completion of the sales which leads to the commitment of buying.
The traditional concept of closing involved the salesperson requesting the order, leading to
either a purchase agreement or refusal from the customer. This led to the goal of sales calls
to be the order or the completion as the tangible result. This has transformed to being beyond
immediate physical closure to achieving mutual, long-term objectives between both parties.

Although a conventional closed sale might still apply in some instances, the relevant closure
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is determined by the success in attaining the mutual goals articulated at that point in the

relationship, regardless of the scope and nature of those goals. (Marshall & Moncrief 2005)

In some cases, the customer doesn’t have the precise understanding of the value of a product
or a service, as they have limited time to examine the details. Customers often rely on the
belief, or a feeling that persuasive and appealing offer is the best choice. This provides an
opportunity for skilled salespeople to present themselves as trustworthy and help the cus-
tomer understand the value added. (Parantainen 2008) In the context of the offer, the per-
ception that high price equates quality and expertise reduces the importance of pricing. When
the offer satisfies the customer’s needs, the significance of pricing is reduced. (Forsyth

2003).

When discussing long sales processes, the productization of individual components related
the service make it easier to set up and adjust the offer. This way the offer can be divided
into parts and the customer understands how much each of the service costs and compare
that to the perceived value. At the same time, the customer is presented with a well-planned
entity. This allows for higher margin of profits, as the internally productized service is
known to the selling company, eliminating the need to reinvent the entire package each time.

(Huttunen 2003).

The key for the evolved sales process is need satisfaction, which means the sales organiza-
tion must add value to the customer’s organization. The needs of the customer that are ef-
fectively satisfied through value-added selling hopefully means customer loyalty, continual
business, and partnerships. The goal is not to see the problems of the customer, but to see
the mutual goals between the seller and the buyer and working towards a mutual success.

(Marshall & Moncrief 2005)

2.2.7 Customer relationship maintenance

Customer relationship management is the part of the sales process that ensures the renewal
of the process and the continuity of the customer relationship. There is no long-term benefit
from efficiently acquiring new customers if the profitability and continuity of the customer

relationship cannot be ensured (Rubanovitsch et al. 2009). According to Krizanova et al
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(2018) customer management is an interactive process with the primary goal of creating

long-term, mutually beneficial, and valuable customer relationships for both parties.

The follow-up step was later introduced to the seven steps of selling. The sale doesn’t stop
to the acceptance an offer but rather the work begins there. The salespeople need to make
the customer is satisfied with the product or service delivering everything that is promised.
To ensure the satisfaction of the customer, making a phone call or having a meeting with
them can be ways of ending the process. (Marshall & Moncrief 2005) A good long-term
relationship between the buyer and the seller demands caring about the customer. The fol-
low-up step ensures that the customer is left with a positive experience about the sale. Fol-
lowing up the sale is reinforcing the customer’s buying decision, creating a positive brand

and creates a base for new sales to be made. (Bergstrom & Leppéinen 2013)

Due to development of technology, the increased effectiveness in communication is a major
factor accounting to the transformation of the follow-up step. Today the ease of reaching out
to the customer has improved the communication about possible problems or questions that
the sales can contribute to with their expertise. Email and virtual meetings are the dominant
methods because of their ease of use and time management. It has become increasingly
harder to get in touch with people through making a phone call. These lower-level priority
matters can be easily handled in email and make sure that can answer to them when they
have the time. In relationship selling, the follow-up process has become increasingly im-

portant and is now more efficient to execute. (Marshall & Moncrief 2005)
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3  Digital technology in sales

In an increasingly interconnected and globalized world, businesses face both opportunities
and challenges when expanding their operations across international borders. Digitalization
is one of most impactful megatrends of this era, which has impacted corporations in almost
every field of business, enabling them to reach a wider customer base, streamline processes,
and enhance overall efficiency. Digitalization renews and develops business and earning
models of companies and entire industries. Through digitalization, companies are offered a
new way to utilize information, develop processes and measure key performance indicators.
The utilization of digital solutions in an international sales process has become a critical

factor for success in today's competitive business landscape. (Kurvinen & Seppi 2016)

Digital transformation refers to the process of using digital technologies to create new busi-
ness processes, alter existing ones, reshape organizational culture, and enhance customer
experiences. (Guenzi & Habel 2020) According to Rainsberger (2023), significant changes
across societies, cultures, and economies are largely influenced by technological advance-
ments. Rapid access to information drives the consumption and distribution of information,
enabling individuals to observe and participate in economic, social, political, and cultural
happenings. In the business realm, easy access to information provides companies with op-

portunities to:

reach new and larger markets.

access new and innovative technologies.

find and establish improved business partnerships.

to develop new products and bring them to markets more cost efficiently.

Digitalization is one of the causes for international competition. Huge multinational compa-
nies can now compete with local businesses across the globe while investing massively into
their digital customer experience. But digital technologies are not the answer to a better cus-
tomer experience by themselves. The keys to unlocking a better customer experience are
available to everyone by the utilization of data. The utilization of information and data to

better develop a digital customer experience is done by predictive analytics. For example,
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car inspection companies send letters and/or text messages in advance to promote their in-

spection services weeks before your car needs to be inspected. (Ahvenainen et al. 2017).

One of the areas that has been largely affected by technological changes is sales. Customer
behavior and sales technology as well as other trends fundamentally change the approach to
sales and to its models. The pandemic also had a massive impact and set forward many
changes in sales. The demand for digitalization in sales is driven by market trends, evolving
technologies, and, most significantly, the expectations of customers. Sales activities, roles,
tools, and approaches are undergoing profound changes. It's crucial to recognize that tech-
nology serves as a means to an end, not the ultimate goal of digitalization. The push for
digitalization is not merely a consequence of ongoing developments and challenges in sales;
it is also a proactive response to them. Organizations are leveraging digitalization as a stra-
tegic reaction to the changing landscape and demands in the sales domain. For example,
digitalization is forever changed the customers’ attitudes and behaviors and now the sales

process must adapt to it. (Rainsberger 2023)

3.1 Possibilities of digital technology in sales

Digitalization has a disruptive change in how sales organizations operate. Choosing and im-
plementing technological solutions requires organizations to hire capable and adaptable
staff. Changes in salespeople’s job tasks and profiles requires existing staff to adopt and
learn new tools in their jobs. 70 % failure rate in initiatives adopting new digital solutions
indicates that there are challenges for the companies and salespeople. (Kassemeier 2023)
Paschou et al. (2020) suggest that there is limited knowledge regarding how sales organiza-
tions can effectively implement digital technologies. Ahvenainen et al. (2017) say that the
organizations lack expertise in these digital technologies and due to this, don’t end up using

these solutions.

There are significant differences in the digitalization efforts across different companies in
various stages of the sales process. The phase of sales process together with the business the
company is in affects the company’s digitalization opportunities. (Wengler et al. 2021) The
research from Wengler also suggests that digitalization potential is lacking especially in the

pre-sales preparation phase. Manual and analog sales activities are still necessary in many
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stages of the sales process, but the rise of artificial intelligence automation technology is

expected to increase the digitalization potential of sales processes. (Rainsberger 2022).

According to Rainsberger (2023) there is a misunderstanding in the interpretation of the
term’s digital transformation and digitalization. A company that digitizes, might not trans-
form anything. Digitizing existing processes or paper documents only changes their form,
but not the core of the process. The focus of many digitalization projects is often solely to
increase efficiency with technology, but not to improve the processes themselves or question

their relevance.

Sales organizations aiming to enhance sales performance through the adoption of digital
technologies often have a specific tool in mind. The objective is to innovate customer expe-
riences and better cater to customer needs, ultimately leading to high-performing sales or-
ganizations. However, sustained performance isn't solely achieved through the selective use
of digital tools or their efficiency gains and cost reductions. The pivotal point is that the
technology itself is not the primary focus. Digital transformation in sales goes beyond mere
technology implementation; it should be viewed as a process of change. This change is un-
dertaken to align with the demands of the new digital landscape, aiming to transform the
entire sales approach and design a distinctive and improved customer experience. (Rains-

berger 2023)

“Digital transformation in sales is not about selling with digital tools, but about effective

selling under digital conditions” (Rainsberger 2023)

Digitization Digitalization UIEIEL :
transformation
* The conversion of ® Unlocking new e Development of

analog information revenue streams new digital

into digital form and business business and sales
opportunities models
through
technology

Figure 4: The three eras of digital transformation in sales (Adapting from Rainsberger 2023)
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3.2 Three perspectives of technology in sales

Salespeople in the present era are witnessing a surge in technological possibilities, offering
extensive support for sales processes and activities. Despite the significant opportunities,
adopting sales technologies often requires trade-offs for both the sales organization and in-
dividual salespeople (Mattila et al., 2021). The continuous technological development al-
lows the realization of business ideas based on technological capabilities, resulting in the
constant emergence of new tools and service providers in the market. While technology
brings numerous opportunities for enhancing sales effectiveness, it also introduces complex-
ity and chaos. Considering the diverse industries and sales processes, different application
options add to the complexity. (Rainsberger, 2023) To provide a clearer understanding of
the myriad applications available, Rainsberger categorizes sales technologies from three per-

spectives:
- By the Nature of Technology
- By the Step of the Sales Process
- By the Type of Tool

These various viewpoints serve to bring order to the multitude of possibilities and furnish a
well-organized framework. It's important to note that these perspectives are not mutually
exclusive; rather, they provide distinct vantage points on the potential of modern technology
in the realm of sales. The relevance of each perspective hinges on the unique characteristics
of your business. Consequently, it's natural for these perspectives to intersect and offer sim-
ilar advantages in specific domains. The underlying objective of these distinct representa-
tions is to simplify the process of assessing their relevance across diverse businesses. Fur-
thermore, this structuring is designed to facilitate efficient navigation, enabling you to

swiftly pinpoint areas of interest and significance to your organization. (Rainsberger 2023)

3.2.1 Technology perspective

This perspective separates the different types of technology that show relevance from the
sales point of view. All in all, Rainsberger (2023) showcases 14 different categories of tech-

nology that showcase benefits to sales areas. The different technologies will be explained
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only briefly, since the main scope of this project is not linked with the technologies, but with
development of the sales process. The technologies presented are briefly described in At-

tachment 1: Table of technologies in sales.

The Fourth Industrial Revolution consists of cyber-physical systems of humans interacting
with machines, and Internet of Things (IoT) where machines interact with machines. The
changes, like technological, demographical, and cultural, in macro-environment have always
caused disruptions and changes in the sales profession. Selling in the future decades might
be disruptive and discontinuous due to digitalization in sales functions. With the addition of
artificial intelligence and machine learning represent a discontinuous change when com-

pared to non-digital era. (Syam & Sharma 2018)

The Third Industrial Revolution already shaped the sales functions through the use of com-
puting technologies and automation. Personal selling and sales management have extensive
number of routine tasks, that take time and energy away from the primary task of developing
relationships with the customers. This means that the arrival of automation in routine tasks
increases the productivity of salespeople. Automation is going to continue to ease the sales-
person’s repetitive and non-productive tasks and processes allowing the salespeople to focus
on customer orientation. Going forward, perhaps the most impactful of technology in sales
will be to enable the comprehension of customer behavior to create and deliver highly cus-

tomized products and services. (Syam & Sharma 2018)

Servitization is defined by Vandermerwe and Rada (1988) as market packages of customer-
focused goods, services, support, self-service, and knowledge. Servitization is done to ensure
long-term growth and competitiveness by becoming more customer-centric in product of-
ferings. The recent contribution to servitization is through digitalization. Digital servitization
can be defined as “the transformation in processes, capabilities, and offerings within indus-
trial firms and their ecosystems to create, deliver and capture value. This is done by the
enablement of a large scale of technologies, such as the Internet of Things, Big Data, Artifi-

cial Intelligence, and Cloud Computing.” (Corsaro & Maggioni 2021)

The aim is not to try to understand the technicalities behind the technologies, but to see how
technology can impact the organization’s sales and identify the potential added value from
these technologies. The development of technology is so rapid and the excitement that new

possibilities bring tempt salespeople to make imprudent decisions. (Rainsberger 2023)
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1. 3D Visualization 8. Chatbots

2. Rapid Prototyping 9. Augmented Reality
3. M2M & loT 10. Virtual Reality

4. Wearables Technology in Sales 11.Big Data & Analytics

5. Video Conferencing 12. Cloud Computing

6. Collaboration 13. Social Technology

7. Artificial Intelligence 14. Mobile Computing

Figure 5: Technology in Sales (Adapting from Rainsberger 2023)

3.2.2 Sales process perspective

Technology supports all aspects of sales activities. The changes especially in customer be-
havior make sales processes more complex and some steps demand technological support to
be functional. Technology can support the sales process from lead generation all the way up
to strategic sales. The sales process perspective allows the organization to take a holistic and
process-oriented look at the utilization of technology in sales. The sales process perspective
starts the analysis from the need and not from the perspective of “how can we use this?”. It
allows the discovery of concrete potential of technology within the sales process. (Rains-

berger 2023)

Ancillai, Terho, Cardinali and Pascucci (2019) define the concept social selling as “a selling
approach, which leverages social and digital channels for understanding, connecting with,
and engaging influencers, prospects and existing customers at relevant customer purchasing
Jjourney touchpoints for building valuable business relationships”. The authors contend that
social selling should be regarded as a core selling concept that applies the principles of digital
marketing at the individual level. Their study offers insights supporting the adoption of so-
cial selling not just at an individual level but also at the organizational level. Moore, Ray-
mond, and Hopkins (2015) suggest that sales managers play a crucial role in evaluating and
determining the most suitable tools to be employed in social selling across the entire sales

process.

But the perspective isn’t all about increasing sales performance and effectiveness, it’s also
about doing sales more efficiently. Sales processes can be automated and sped up, which

gives salespeople more time in customer interactions. Efficiency also shows in sales
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management, as technology provides impactful sales management tools that provide insights
into sales activities. These tools provide a basis for decision-making and support the strategic

sales approach in the form of data. (Rainsberger 2023)

Sales performance management

Big Data
Business intelligence
Artificial intelligence

Sales efficiency

CRM
Email management systems and automation
Sales force automation

Analytics tools
Demand and forecast planning
Customer needs evaluation

Mobile data capture
Cloud platforms
Collaboration

TECHNOLOGY IN SALES
PROCESS

Lead generation Quotation & Order

sales management

Customer
communication

Customer
development

Implementation Positioning in

digital space

SEO Online shopping EDI-Connection loT

Content marketing E-commerce Customer portals Cloud solutions
Chatbots Demo tools Mobile order apps Collaboration
Lead analytics Affiliate marketing Chatbots
Meeting scheduling VR Payment 3D visualization

Social selling Digital sales media E-signature AR & VR

Subscription tech SMS tools Website
Survey tools Webinars Seach engines
Online meetings Online events
Newsletter Social media
Feedback tools Review portals
Social networks Platforms

Online trainings
Auto-ID Solutions Reviews

Collab platforms
After sales tools

Figure 6: Technology in sales (Adapting from Rainsberger 2023)

3.2.3 Tool perspective

The continuous development of digital tools is changing the way firms market themselves.
The comprehension of how these tools are used by sales organizations could clarify the dy-
namics in the background of the sales process. As these changes happen, salespeople have
started to use a large scale of sales communication tools during the sales process. (Frac-
castoro, Gabrielsson & Pullins 2021) The third perspective focuses on the various tools used
in sales and their potential. The tools can be divided into categories, which have some over-
lap, but cannot be easily separated because of their respective processes. (Rainsberger 2023)

The different tools are explained briefly in Attachment 2.
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Figure 7: Sales support tools (Adapting from Rainsberger 2023)

Based on the level of digitalization, Fraccastoro et al. (2021) classified sales communication
tools into three categories, which are traditional, digital, and social media. Traditional sales
communication tools involve face-to-face interaction, phone calls and postal services. Digi-
tal sales communications tools involve emails, websites as well as online meetings and plat-
forms. Social media sales communication tools involve user-generated content, social net-
working sites and content communities. The three main sales process phases of small and
medium sized enterprises (SMEs) that operate within the service industry follow are identi-
fication of new business opportunities, persuasion, and relationship management. The data

Fraccastoro et al. (2021) gathered indicated that:
- social media is preferred in finding new business opportunities.

- digital sales communication tools are useful for enabling the sales communication
with geographically distant customers and maintaining all kinds of international cus-

tomers.

- traditional sales communication tools are mostly used to manage strategic customer

relationships.

According to Wengler, Hildmann and Vossebein (2021) the potential of digital technologies
is heavily appraised, but many researchers are still hesitant to write about when to use which
digital tools and how it should be designed properly. When taking into consideration that
hundreds of different digital tools exist and are on the market, there is a great deal of uncer-

tainty in researchers but also in the corporation’s management level.
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4  Case study

4.1 The background of the study

The principal of this master’s thesis is an organization that provides drone and Al based
inspections and analytics. The target organization works in business-to-business context.
The main industry of this organization is electric networks inspections and analytics, but it
also provides its services to industrial scale solar power plants. This study is conducted to
aid target organizations sales operations. Digitalization and novel technologies heavily affect
the organization’s business operations, so it wants to develop its sales processes with digital

solutions.

The services provided are troubleshooting and smart maintenance services. The services
vary between industries, but also between clients and are adapted to the customers’ needs.
The sales process often involves one salesperson and one or multiple experts depending on
the industry. The target organization has experts that oversee these industries and are project
managers in customer projects. These experts also help the sales process by being involved
in the first sales meetings to answer the more technical questions and get briefed into the

project.

The target organizations sales are divided into new businesses and existing businesses both
in electrical networks and solar power plants. New businesses and existing businesses have
their own sales processes although only new business sales process is documented. The scal-
ing of the organization has led it to be in a position where processes become necessary to
optimize sales results and make sure the needs of the customer are taken care of. The sales

processes of these products are similar.

The target organization is also actively researching international business opportunities. In-
ternational customers have been contacted, yet the target organization does not have any
international customers, which means all their international customers are new businesses.
The target organization is left wondering if their international customers should follow the
same process as their domestic markets customers or should they somehow adapt their sales

process.
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4.2 Conducting the study

This study was conducted as a case study utilizing qualitative data collection methods. The
choice of qualitative research method was supported by the need of deeper comprehension
around the subject. As quantitative research typically aims to explain phenomena through
numeric variables, the aim of qualitative research is to generate new information. In qualita-
tive research, the collected data is viewed as a whole, and the possible results are not de-

pendent on specific variables. (Adams 2007, Alasuutari 2011)

Case studies are used to conduct research on a particular phenomenon in particular settings.
It is especially useful for the analysis of organizations but can be narrow in scope and gen-
eralizations can be difficult. Case studies are driven by uniqueness and comprehension rather
than generalization as they are naturalistic and field oriented. Case studies are also often
used by researchers in operations management to search for the “best practice”. (Adams
2007) This study is conducted as a case study since the goal of this study to find out possible

solutions for a specific company.

4.3 Data collection methods

This case study is conducted using qualitative data collection methods which conclude in-
terviews, observations, and information based on various documents. The data was gathered
through interviews, observations and secondary data received from the company. The ad-
vantage of this qualitative approach is the possibility to gather a rich source of data that
allows for particularization, which means getting to know the uniqueness of the case. In
many qualitative studies, multiple data collection methods are used to gather data on the
subject. (Adams 2007) The data is gathered through primary and secondary sources. Primary
data is gathered for this study through interviews and the secondary data is provided by the

company.

4.3.1 Interviews

The interviews were conducted as semi-structured interviews, which offers a suitable ap-

proach when trying to gather in-depth information about the behavior, experiences, and
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opinions of people that the subject concerns. (Adams 2007) In qualitative research, most
interviews tend to be somewhat semi-structured, providing flexibility by presenting the same
questionnaire to all participants while allowing interviewers to alter question order and in-
troduce additional specific questions based on responses' conciseness (Alasuutari, 2011).
This method not only grants researchers the flexibility to delve into more detailed questions
outside the initial questionnaire but also facilitates a deeper understanding of the phenome-
non under investigation. Additionally, the ability to pose more specific questions aids in
extracting relevant information aligned with the chosen theoretical framework (Tuomi &

Sarajarvi, 2018)

The interviewee selection was based on the aims and the delimitations of this study. If a
study is conducted as a case study, the interviewee pool can be quite small (Adams 2007),
which applies to this study as well. The company has nine employees, and five of them are
somehow involved in the sales process. Thus, the sample of interviewees is limited. The lack
of primary data through interviews is supported by secondary data from the company, which

will be more thoroughly explained in the next chapter.

The selection of interviewees was based on discretion, not randomness. The interviewees
are all working for the target company and somehow involved in sales, so they have
knowledge and understanding of the sales process and the research problem. Since the peo-
ple involved are doing sales from different points of view, such as technical experts, cold-
calling and key account management, they provide the research valuable information
throughout the sales process. One interview was done for a customer of the target company

to gather information about the buying process of a customer company.

The interviews were conducted on the beginning of November 2023. All the interviews were
held via Microsoft Teams. The interviews were held in Finnish since it was the native lan-
guage of all the interviewees and made it easier to communicate. All interviewees were in-
formed about the research and approved to be a part of the interviewing process. The inter-
views were recorded and transcribed utilizing Teams’ own available functions. The ques-
tionnaire was sent to the interviewees beforehand and can be found in Attachment 3. The
research questions were asked from a process flow perspective so that interviewees had the
opportunity to focus on one part and one problem at the time and not think about the whole

process. The interviews lasted for approximately one hour each.
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Interview number Role Responsibility in sales
Interviewee 5 Development Manager | Customer
Interviewee 4 CEO Key account management

Strategic relationships

Interviewee 3 Head of Business Key account management
Technical expertise in sales meetings

Project management

Interviewee 2 Product specialist Technical expertise in sales meetings
(Solar projects) Project management
Interviewee 1 Project engineer Technical expertise
Cold calling

Table 1: Table of interviewees

4.3.2 Secondary data and observation

The first phase of the study is the assessment of the current situation. The situation was
analyzed through the material provided by the company, which concluded the sales process
descriptions as well as operating instructions and web pages. Secondary data is data collected
by someone else, which is often used as a supplement data (Adams 2007). Answers to the
research problem or to some of its areas can be found based on already existing materials

(Hirsjérvi et al. 2008).

Observation is mostly used in this study to assess the current situation, process, and the pro-
cedures that the people in the company are doing. Observation begins at the start of this
study and is used as a data collection method primarily in background research but also in
the interviews. According to Tuomi and Sarajérvi (2011) observation is held as a common
data collection method, that shows great results when combined with interviews or other
data collection methods. The benefits of observation conclude deepening diversifying the
gathered knowledge as well as linking the contexts. Observation is an important method in
research since some findings are accidentally captured from the observations of failures of

other data collection methods (Adams 2007).

Assessment of the current situation was evaluated through observation of the salespeople

and CRM that is in use. Participatory observation is a form of observation when there is a
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activate interaction between the researcher and the informant (Tuomi & Sarajirvi 2011).
This form of observation was used to study the flow of the process and the behavior of the

people involved.

4.4 Data analysis

Before the start of the analysis, the data must be prepared, which in qualitative research
methods is inevitably done by reductionist. The reach the aims of qualitative data analysis,
not all observations, inflections in tone, and the combination of words can or should be cap-
tured. (Adams 2007) The data analysis begins by transcribing, compressing, classifying, and
categorizing the data, which is done to gain an overview of the depth and the diversity of the

data and familiarize oneself with the data.

The prepared data will then be analyzed by content analysis, which is a popular research
method in qualitative research as it is frequently used to analyze text, pictorial information,
interviews, and web pages. The goal of content analysis is to describe the content of your
respondents’ comments during the interviews and classify the meanings of the comments.
Content analysis also aims to compare the collected data with already existing literature, but
it can also challenge previous research. (Adams 2007; Tuomi ja Sarajérvi 2018) Content
analysis is chosen since the aim of this study is to find patterns in the interviews and the

underlying meanings and justifications for those.

Theory-driven content analysis is one of the three subcategories within the broader field of
content analysis, alongside data-driven analysis and theory-based analysis (Tuomi & Sa-
rajirvi 2018). In theory-driven content analysis, the method operates based on the terms of
the collected data. Initially, the data is analyzed, and responses to research questions are
derived from it. Subsequently, this data is contextualized within existing theories. Notably,
the existing theory is not employed to test the data; instead, it serves as a guide for discov-
ering new insights and generating ideas. This approach allows for the identification of novel
findings related to current issues, as well as the provision of explanations and confirmations
from theory to support these findings. Additionally, theory-driven content analysis may un-
veil entirely new discoveries that diverge from existing theoretical frameworks (Tuomi &

Sarajérvi 2018; Metsdmuuronen 2001). Since this study heavily leans on utilizing previous
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literature together with interviews and secondary data to widen the knowledge of the re-

search subject, theory-driven content analysis is fitting as the analysis method.

4.5 Reliability and validity

The purpose of reliability in research is to guarantee that the research process can be repli-
cated by another researcher, leading to consistent and identical conclusions and findings
(Adams 2007; Tuomi & Sarajirvi 2018). The emphasis on reliability underscores the im-
portance of establishing a methodology and set of procedures that are robust enough to pro-
duce consistent results when applied by different individuals or in different settings. This
ensures the credibility and trustworthiness of the research outcomes, contributing to the over-

all validity of the study. (Adams 2007)

Validity refers to the strength of our conclusions, inferences, or propositions in research. It
encompasses the extent to which you are measuring what you intend to measure, essentially
reflecting the accuracy of your measurement. In other words, a valid research design ensures
that the methods employed effectively capture the intended concepts or variables, providing
confidence that the findings accurately represent the phenomena under investigation. Valid-
ity is a crucial aspect of research quality, as it directly influences the reliability and trustwor-

thiness of the study's outcomes. (Adams 2007; Tuomi & Sarajarvi 2018)

The reliability of qualitative research differs from that of quantitative research due to the
inherent role of the researcher's interpretation in qualitative findings. In qualitative studies,
the researcher's personal involvement in data gathering processes introduces a unique chal-
lenge, as the findings are closely tied to the researcher's subjective understanding and anal-
ysis (Alasuutari, 2011; Tuomi & Sarajérvi, 2018). Addressing a common critique of quali-
tative research, which often highlights the potential influence of the researcher on collected
data, the approach taken here is to enhance the reliability of conclusions. Findings are pre-
sented in an explanatory manner, with a sequence that begins by presenting the raw data
followed by its interpretation. This deliberate structure ensures transparency and enables
readers to discern the connection between the collected data and its subsequent interpreta-
tion, thereby enhancing the clarity and reliability of the analysis (Alasuutari, 2011). Relia-
bility is also added by adding straight quotes from the data collected through interviews
(Tuomi ja Sarajérvi 2018).
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5 Research findings

In this chapter the empirical results and findings are presented. The findings start with the
situational analysis and the customer buying process. Then the findings follow the structure
of Dubinsky’s (1981) sales process framework and simultaneously following the structure

of the literature review.

5.1  Situational analysis

The target company’s sales process is targeted towards new customer acquisition. The cur-
rent process can be divided into three entities, which are the mapping of the customer, the
sales meeting, and the negotiation. The sales process is narrower than Moncrief and Mar-
shall’s (2005) framework, and leaves aspects like customer retention and deletion, and cus-
tomer relationship maintenance out. The current sales process focuses more on a singular

sale and is more like a traditional sales funnel.

The first step is the approach, which most of the time happens through a cold call from an
employee, but also can happen from the customer’s side through an appointment scheduler

in the web page, a phone call, or an email. The purpose of the initial contact is to map out
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the industry the company works in, and the potential of the customer, and the customer's

need. If potential for cooperation is found, the first sales meeting will be scheduled.

The first sales meeting comprises the introduction of the people, both companies, and the
further investigation of the customer need and the potential of the customer. If no potential
project is found, the sales process ends. The goal of the first meeting is to awake trust to the
seller and verify the capabilities of the selling company. If the negotiation in the first meeting

proceeds quickly, there can be talks about the scope of the potential project.

From there, the negotiation process starts. The negotiable subjects are the scope of the pro-
ject, the details, and the price for example. The negotiation process can consist of meetings,
emails or phone calls, depending on the size of the project and the demands from the cus-

tomer.

As seen from the process description, not everything that’s happening is shown in the sales
process. The scope of the sales process can be analyzed by inspecting the responsibilities of
different participating roles. The salesman is responsible for the trade of services and the
customer experience. This is done by reaching out to the customers and by selling and edu-
cating about inspection services. The sales work is an independent job that requires initiative
since the communication is ongoing. Mostly the selling is done via digital channels like
online meetings, phone calls and emails, but there are face-to-face meetings with important

customers.

Previous studies also indicate that maintaining customer relationships which is also highly
relevant in this selling process as well. When selling services, relationship building is even
more critical for ongoing companionship. When the showcased selling process ends, the
actual work for key account management starts. The salesman is responsible for the customer
experience and the project manager is responsible for the quality of the project which com-

bined create a successful project and the basis for more cooperation.

5.2 Customer’s buying process

The power grid industry differs from a lot of industries in their buying processes, since they
are local monopolies and serve the local citizens. They’re regulated by the Finnish Energy

Authority and therefore their goal is to increase efficiency is their operations and prevent
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downtimes of the network to battle costs. Therefore, the buying process from the customer
can be started by three triggers, which are problem-based, development-based or research-

based.

“It either has to solve a problem that we currently or that we see in the future. That’s one
option. The second alternative is that there is no problem, but it just improves the efficiency
of our processes. The third option goes to the research side, which looks more into the future
of the industry, or the opportunities and challenges we might face in the future. “ — Devel-

opment manager

The products and services that power grid operators buy, usually face a three-step buying
process. Evaluation of the product or service is firstly done to assess if the implementation
of the product makes sense even on a thinking level. If the vision of the product use case is
reasonable, then a proof-of-concept project is started to see the in-person usage on a small
scale. Lastly, production use tests are made to assure that the product or service survives

scaling.

QU figy €l Production

use tests

cost-efficiency
research

Evaluation

“Firstly of course is a vision-based assessment of the idea. If that seems fine, we have to
figure out the quality and the cost-efficiency of the product or service. In the case that is
interesting enough, we do a proof-of-concept project to find out about the quality and the

cost-efficiency. After that we evaluate the production-use.” — Development manager

Since power grid operators are regulated by the Finnish Energy Authority, bigger invest-
ments must be acquired through public procurements. Public procurements are open for eve-
ryone to see and to offer. They are bureaucratically demanding for power grid operators to

setup and execute.

When buying technology-based products, power grid operators have four main criteria that
they evaluate in their buying process, which are the maturity level of the technology, quality,
sustainability, and reliability. Price is also a factor, but it seems to be reflecting on the four

factors, which means that the price should be in line with them.
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“The technological maturity level is the deciding factor. You can get a pretty good idea of
the level they are or what it should be. Maturity level often correlates with quality. You also
have to take into consideration the sustainability aspect. Depends on what it is that we are
buying, the reliability might also be a huge factor. If the supplier comes to execute a critical
part of a process, then reliability is heavily considered. Other aspect to reliability for exam-
ple is if the supplier company is still working in three years time? If we buy a lot of censors
with intricate tech and the company goes down under, we have a lot of scrap metal after

that.” — Development manager

“In the short term, you might be wise to take the cheap and bad. Or to put better, as bad as
possible, but good enough. The other aspect is there are development steps in the future and
the solution takes you further you might be wise to pay more for the quality.” — Development

manager

Power grid operators require a lot of communication in their buying process. Most of the
services they buy require some adaptation and fitting to be implemented in the organization,
so the communication channels should be open. The quality of the service can be seen as a

reflection of the quality of the communication.

“In these situations, there needs to be a lot of interaction. Usually, the solution isn’t a
straight fit, but it might be a product development project with a lot of potential, so then the
interaction is even more critical. It starts from the question what we can do together and
what can be achieved. The most valuable trait is expertise. If the supplier is late all the time
and doesn’t answer to texts, the question of should we continue working with this supplier if

’

this is the quality of the communication.” — Development manager

When selling a high-level technology innovation, making the customer understand it and
what they benefit from it is the aim of the sales process. Selling a solution that has major
impacts to the customers’ processes needs to be done through having the customer under-

stand why they should be making the change in the first place.

“It all cumulates to selling a vision. If you have the best vision in the world, but no one
understands it, nothing happens. If you sell a more advanced product or a service, and you
have clear quality or cost-efficiency benefits, then you probably don’t need a big vision hat
to see the advantages. But if the product your selling works differently on a higher level,

then you need to able to make the customer understand it. What can I achieve by doing things
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this way? You might come with a more technologically sophisticated service and the cus-
tomer looks at you amazed with their mouth wide open, but in the end, they just continue

’

working like they have.” — Development manager

5.3 Sales process and technological solutions

The goal of the interviews was to find out the problems faced in the sales process by the
employees. The questions were structured by the steps of the sales process, so the interview-
ees could better come up with specific problem areas. The interviewees were also asked to
come up with digital solutions to their presented problems. In the interviews, the starting
point focused on the current state of sales and how their first impressions on it. The answers
revolved around the industry, the company’s lifecycle, implementation of the CRM and

overall, the development of the sales in the last year.

The target company is starting their third year of operations. In the first year, sales were
pretty much non-existent, while only doing few proof-of-concept projects to new customers.
Proof-of-concept projects in the target company’s scenario mean smaller projects where the
client is familiarized with the operative processes and data quality. In the start of the second
year the company started to ramp up the sales. First CRM was introduced in the form of an
excel sheet and which enabled sales management. In the summer of 2023, an official CRM

was implemented to the sales process.

“Basically, year ago we had no sales at all. We had done some pilot or proof-of-concept

projects but that was it. So, a lot has changed and developed in a year.” — Head of Business

“Sales has become significantly more systematic. And the biggest impact was made through
the implementation of the CRM. We have much more control over our leads, prospects, and

the rest of our sales funnel.” — Product specialist

The target company’s lifecycle consisted of technological development in the first year and
first cold calls and customer projects in the second year. The third year is expected to consist
of both cold calls, but also the company is moving towards key account management. Chal-
lenges that rose up in the target organizations sales process was that the customer pool is

relatively small. The power grid industry consists of 78 companies. This means that new
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business sales phase is relatively quick, and the company needs to move quickly to key ac-

count management protocols.

“In this stage of company’s lifecycle, we must do a lot of contacting and cold calls. Currently
sales is leaning a lot on the success of cold calls, since in Teams meetings we have a lot

easier time to spark the customers interest.” — Product specialist

“Our customer pool is small. We are moving towards key account management than new
client acquisition. Key account management process becomes critical when potential cus-

tomers are so limited.” - CEO

“New client acquisition is done quite systematically meaning we have listed the potential
clients and called through them systematically. These calls turn into sales meetings and with
good luck they turn into proposition requests. But when it comes to these rare key accounts
that we have, we lack systematism or how we manage them and get more sales.” — Head of

Business

5.3.1 Prospecting

Prospecting is done through three channels in the target company. Mainly prospecting is
done through the use of available public sources on the internet. This is done to gather leads
of potential customers to whom the target company can directly offer their services. Trade
fairs are used to also gather leads but also to find companies that the target company can use
to cooperatively offer their services. Leads are also gathered through the company’s own
website. The industries the target company works in quite narrow in terms of companies, so

the prospecting phase is quite straightforward.

“I"d say we have three sources of leads. For now, we must manually search the internet for
leads. Then we attend different trade fair events where we collect a lead list. Lastly, we have

1

our website through which customers can contact us.” — Product specialist

“We have kind of an easy customer base when it comes to power grids because the compa-

nies are so limited in Finland. We know all the potential customers.” — Head of Business

Utilizing public sources on the internet, a shortlist was created which contained the relevant

information about the infrastructure of the company and the relevant stakeholders at the
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company. The prospecting phase required a lot of manual information search. After pro-
specting, the further development and categorization of these leads was done through sub-

jective views from the employees.

“At the start of this year we identified and listed all the potential customers from available
information sources on the internet. We have developed our knowledge of the customers and

started to create basis for the sales process as well as sales management.” - CEO

One problem during the prospecting phase is that the target company does not classify leads
to different categories and the overall prioritization, planning what is done with the leads,

and by whom seems to be lacking.

“We could benefit from more systematism regarding to creating a plan at the prospecting
phase. Some kind of preliminary prioritization and plan in who should be contacted first and

‘

by whom. “ — Product specialist

When working with critical infrastructure in Finland, there are a lot of regulatory acts that
concern both power grids as well as solar panel fields about the transparency of their infra-
structure, which makes the information easier to find. Gathering the information could be
automized to some degree as suggested by one interview. This would speed up prospecting

by removing manual work from the salespeople.

“We are working with critical infrastructure and there is publicly available information
about the organizations. One development target could be that, and I don’t know if we have
something like this, but some automation to gather information about public biddings et

cetera. Then we would be better up to date with our prospecting.” — Product specialist

Prospecting is a key part of the sales process currently, when the target company doesn’t
have a big customer base to work with. Every lead must be followed through with precision.
The industry is small, and reputation and brand will easily stick. As the amount of leads are
scarce, the business will quickly turn into existing business sales. This means that high qual-
ity prospecting will increase the likelihood of successful sales and therefore sets up the basis

for key account management.

“We desperately need new customers and therefore new client acquisition is just as im-
portant as key account management. Right now, one doesn’t trump the other.” — Head of

Business
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5.3.2 Preparation

Usually there two points of preparation in the target company’s sales process. The first one
happens before the salesman makes the cold call. The salesman’s preparation for the cold
call is done by browsing the customers website and trying to find relevant information that
can be used in the cold call. This can also be done using the CRM if contacting has been
done beforehand. After the call, the caller’s responsibility is to write the information gath-
ered from the call to the CRM, which makes the information available to the rest of the

company.

“Since we have identified the potential customers, it means that in practice we know roughly
the size of the company and how much network they have in their possession. This makes

this step easier.” - CEO

The second preparation happens before the virtual or face-to-face meeting with the customer.
The meeting usually consists of the salesman and a technical expert. They both need to have
the understanding what has been talked about and what is the agenda in the meeting. The
preparation is done by reading the notes on the CRM and internal communication between
the employees. The problem that arises is that people have their calendars full and have to

skip from one meeting to another, making preparation difficult.

“Preparation demands time and time demands people. In practice we could do it more, if

we would have more resources or could somehow make it more efficient.” - CEO

“All of the useful information what we have available is in the CRM software, but there is

sometimes no time to prepare for the meetings.” — Head of Business

Somehow technology could be better utilized to make the information more accessible, bet-
ter distributed or remind people to prepare for the meetings. Some CRM’s have built in Al

functionalities that are trying automate repetitive tasks.

“Technology could be used to gather the information to make it accessible and brief. The
information cannot be in the salespersons head, but it needs to be distributed to others in

the company.” — Product specialist
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“CRM and key account management systems lower the hours worked by bringing structure.
Many of the CRM’s have some sort of Al functionalities, but we haven't tested any large

language models.” - CEO

5.3.3 Contacting

At the target company, the primary channels for contacting customers are phone calls and
emails. These methods are favored for their directness and immediacy in communication.
Phone calls are valued for their ability to foster personal relationships with customers, which

is crucial for effective key account management.

’

“Right now phone calls and emails are the main channels.” — Product specialist

“Phone calls enables creating personal relationships with the customers. This also is a step

to key account management.” — Head of Business

During the contacting phase, there can be instances where the responsibility for action lies
with the customer, leading to potential lapses in follow-up. To mitigate this, the company
utilizes reminders within their CRM system. There is recognition of the need for further
improvement in this area, with suggestions for the potential effectiveness of automated

emails.

“Often in the contacting phase it happens so that the ball stays with the customer, and we
are waiting for them to do something. Then it is easily forgotten by either one, the seller or
the buyer. We have reminders in the CRM system, but we could somehow improve that as
well so that would happen less Some automated emails could be efficient, but I don’t neces-

sarily see any technology solving a 100 % of this.” — Head of Business

“In sales it’s about the number of contacts. The important part of sales is that we can track,
monitor, and then manage them. This means that if there are no metrics or tracking, there is

no managing sales.” - CEO
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5.3.4 Presentation

The target company's approach to showcasing their services revolves around virtual meet-
ings and presentations. Virtual meetings are considered to be the best way by the target com-
pany to efficiently showcase the products, but the downside often is that personal connection
seems to be lacking. The company’s presentation revolves around the company and the ser-

vices they offer.

To ensure comprehensive coverage during interactions with leads, there's a recognition of
the need for structured memos to guide phone calls and meetings, ensuring all relevant points
are addressed. Often when talking to the customer, the conversation goes quickly, and some
relevant information might be forgotten about or not asked. Memos give the presentation

structure to make sure that all of the necessary talking points are covered.

“We should have memos that we would go through in our phone calls and meetings to make

)

sure we cover all the bases.” — Project engineer

As the company's product portfolio expands, there's a growing need to tailor presentations
to different customer segments more effectively. This includes providing diverse examples

and case studies to resonate with various client requirements and challenges.

“We showcase our products and services based on the leads. We should have more season-
based presentations. Also, we should better showcase our other services even though we

have had a lead about a need from a certain customer.” - CEO

The primary goal in communication with customers is to clearly articulate the value propo-
sition offered by the company. This is achieved through tangible examples such as reports
and demo platforms showcasing the analytics capabilities. Given the flexibility of many
products, verbal explanation alone may not suffice, necessitating a collection of examples to

demonstrate the adaptability to customer needs effectively.

“The aim is to explain as concretely as possible what the added value is that we offer. This

is done by example reports and demo platforms of our analytics.” — Product specialist

There is a dilemma of educating the customer, but also focusing on their needs. When selling
a new technological innovation, often the seller intends to explain everything and showcase

the details and everything the product can do, when in the end the customer might only need
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a small portion of the information. But sometimes customers have needs they haven’t

acknowledged or thought of, and then it would be up to the seller to educate the customer.

“A lot of our products are quite flexible can be tailored to the needs of the customers, and
this is hard to explain verbally. We should have as many examples as possible of what we
can do, so that the customer will realize that “Oh you can do that as well? We have that

problem as well”.” — Head of Business

“We start to have so many products that we need to better cater our services to different

’

customers in the presentations.” — Project engineer

Acknowledging the limitations of the current website, there are discussions about enhancing
it to include demos of the analytics offerings. However, there's also a consideration regarding
the competitive advantage of these demos and the potential risk of providing competitors
with access to valuable insights. Balancing the need for transparency with maintaining a
competitive edge is a key consideration in deciding how to present these demonstrations,

whether through platforms, videos, or workflows.

“Our website could be improved to show demos of what our analytics is like. Right now we
need to do that in meetings. There is also a competitive advantage point-of-view, do we want
our competitors to have access to these demos? Demos could be platforms, videos or work-

flows.” — Head of Business

5.3.5 Aftersales and key account management

The aftersales process is continuous at the target company. During the project, the commu-
nication is ongoing and many problems already during the project. At the end of the project,
there is a closing meeting with the customer. The closing meeting is used to make sure the
customer has received everything that has been agreed and both parties are satisfied. Addi-

tional sales are also discussed.

“We have a closing meeting with the customer about the project. There we do a conclusion
about the project and both parties tell their feedback about the project. This brings out the
satisfaction of the customer and any grievances. If the customer is extremely happy, it is

easier to continue the conversation to another project. The problem is that our products are
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usually inspections, so the customers might not have any other inspection needs after the

project is finished, so this is also a productization issue.” — Head of Business

The problem in this stage seems to be the abrupt end to the sales process. The closing meet-
ing might happen too early to see is the customer satisfied with the results. The closing
meeting can be seen as part of the project, rather than a part of the sales process. There seems
to be a lack of additional sales which is caused by not having actions or a process that is

dedicated to aftersales.

“Right now, we sometimes have a problem in the closing of the projects, where we deliver
the results, and the sales process stops there. We sometimes have no idea what the customer

thinks of the results and the overall process.” — Product specialist

At the time of the interviews, there was documentation of the key account management
(KAM) process. The sales process was based on new business sales. The maturity of the
sales process in the target company rose quickly because of the size of the industry. The
company needs structure in their sales process in their key account management and af-

tersales to succeed better In gaining additional revenue from existing customers.

“We should have our key account management process mapped out and documented. We

should systematically do additional sales and customer life cycle management.” - CEO

“Successful key account management is that we have a process model that we can implement
to each one of our clients and we can monitor their movements around the process. We
should better define who is in charge of key accounts so that we could avoid these commu-
nication errors within the company. This is more instruction-based problem, but we should
use technology to make sure that the instructions reach everybody make the implementation

as easy as possible.” — Product specialist

5.4 Digital solutions to improve the sales process

The interviewees brought up problems or concerns which are showcased in the Table 2. The
problems revolve around efficiency, simplification, and the lack of structure in processes
and procedures. Increasing systematicity, automaticity, tracking, information distribution
and utilization, and practices within the corporation are themes that seem to present through-

out the sales process.



Step of the sales process

Prospecting
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Problems or concerns ‘
Increasing the amount of leads
More systematism to sorting leads

More automatism in gathering leads

Preparation

Lack of time to prepare
More efficient preparation

Distribution of information in the company

Contacting

Timing of the contact
Ways of contacting
Tracking of contacts
Up-to-date information

Distribution of the information gathered

Presentation

More structure to get all the necessary in-
formation

Better targeted presentations but also broad
enough

Understanding the customer

Lack of trust building

Better explaining the value created

Aftersales and key account management

Creating a process

Dedicated actions to assist aftersales

Utilizing marketing solutions

Table 2: Problems or concerns in the sales process

Solutions to problems mentioned above are categorized in Table 3, which are based on the

information gathered in literature review. Different tools are listed to tackle the problems

that the target company has. The solutions are suggestions of different possibilities and are

not absolute truths. Companies should adopt the best fitting solutions to their situation and

capabilities.

In the prospecting phase, the technologies revolve around the diversification of lead acqui-

sition and the categorization and qualification of those leads. Social media marketing
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activities, website and webinars are digital tools to drive in more leads whereas listening

tools and different lead qualification tools can be used to verify and categorize those leads.

In the preparation phase the problems revolved around the lack of time and distribution of
information. These problems can be tackled by effective use of CRM software. CRM soft-
wares can store and categorize information so that the employees can search for relevant
information much more quickly. This also requires procedures within the company to sustain
the availability of information. Also in the preparation phase, access to different databases
is important to gather the available information. Different data analytics tools and integration
interfaces can be used to make the flow of information automatic to the company’s CRM

systems.

In the contacting phase, the solutions revolve around enabling the contacting. While calling
is effective, email marketing platforms which can even be integrated to CRM software’s
make for time- and cost-effective solutions for contacting. Different supporting materials
such as presentations and additional information slides can be used to support the contacting

phase.

In the presentation phase, the goal is to create a comprehensive view of the product and
simultaneously create trust to the seller and to the product. Digital tools to assist in that
regard can be demo platforms or products as well as references which create awareness of
what the customer receives. Videoconferencing has become highly relevant in today’s sales
and automated reminder emails and document sharing can be used to assist the sales process

in videoconferencing.

In the aftersales and key account management phases the same problems and solutions rise.
Continuous contacting and the distribution of news can be effectively tackled by reminders
and automated emails. This phase also revolves heavily around the utilization of the CRM
by keeping the software up to date. Customer support platforms are also relevant for busi-

nesses with continuous services which allow for communication and personalized support.

Step of the sales process Digital solutions

Prospecting Marketing activities

Webinars
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Social media listening tools
Website

Lead qualification

Preparation

CRM utilization
Procedures within the company
Access to different databases

Data analytics tools

Contacting

Email marketing platforms

Sales enablement softwares

CRM, with integrated communications
tools

Supporting materials

Presentation

Demos and platforms
Automated reminder emails
Video conferencing
References

Document sharing

Aftersales and key account management

Automated emails
Digital reminders
Customer success platforms

CRM utilization

Table 3: Digital solutions incorporated to the sales process

The results from all of the interviews are gathered in the Table 4: Summary, which show-

cases the step of the sales process, the problems or concerns that are associated with the step,

possible digital solutions, customer viewpoints and suggested action points. Customer view-

points are points that rose in the customer interview that affect the sales process of the seller.

Action points are suggested activities that are combined from the solutions and customer

viewpoints.



Step of the sales

process

Problems or concerns

Digital solutions

Customer viewpoints

54

Action points

Prospecting Increasing the amount of leads Marketing activities, SEO Sales and marketing has to Drive in more leads through
More systematism to sorting Webinars and online events be visible and interesting for | marketing activities and
leads Social media listening tools the customer to leave any events. Find new automated
More automatism in gathering Website digital footprint. ways to sort the leads.
leads Lead qualification and analytics

Preparation Lack of time to prepare CRM Expecting the seller to be Keep the CRM updated. Cre-
More efficient preparation E-signature well informed about the com- | ate connections between da-
Distribution of information in Databases and cloud solutions pany and about the business | tabases. Create procedures in
the company Data analytics tools model. the company to prepare.

Contacting Timing of the contact Email marketing platforms Start of the buying process: Spark interest in the cus-

Tracking of contacts
Up-to-date information
Distribution of the information
gathered

Sales enablement softwares
CRM, with integrated communi-
cations tools

Supporting materials

Solve a problem cur-
rently or in the future
Improves efficiency
Research for future

tomer by finding out the
need. Make digital tools dis-
tribute the information better.

Presentation of

More structure to get all the nec-

Demos and platforms

Criteria used to evaluate

Find ways through digital so-

the product essary information Automated reminder emails - Technology maturity | lutions to showcase the as-
Better targeted presentations but | Video conferencing - Quality pects customer wants to hear
also broad enough References - Sustainability and to better communicate
Understanding the customer Document sharing - Reliability of the the value proposition.
Lack of trust building Meeting scheduling supplier
Better explain the value created | Customer portals - Price

Aftersales and
key account man-
agement

Creating a process

Dedicated actions to assist af-
tersales

Utilizing marketing solutions

Automated emails

Digital reminders

Customer success platforms
CRM utilization

Survey tools, reviews
Newsletters

In projects, there needs to be
a lot of interaction

What can we do together and
what can be achieved?

Create a KAM process. Keep
the CRM updated and
equipped to send reminders.
Use digital tools to com-
municate with the customer.

Table 4: Summary




55

6 Discussion

The aim of this study was to extend the current knowledge on how digital technologies and
solutions can be used to help develop sales processes. This study was specifically targeted
to the development of the target organizations sales process, but the results can be general-
ized to business-to-business startups who are developing their sales processes. This study
aimed to find out problems that are currently present in the target company’s sales process
and then scan for digital solutions that are targeted to those problems. The findings are dis-

cussed in this chapter by going through and answering the research questions.

The empirical findings gathered suggest that many of the problems in the sales process can
be tackled using digital tools. Digital tools can either directly or indirectly contribute to the
problems or development areas found in sales processes and some digital tools are respon-

sible for improving multiple aspects on different parts of the sales process.

The aim of this subchapter is to tie the empirical findings together with existing literature
and see how well they support each other. The literature is used as giving perspective and
guiding to find the answers to the research questions. The point of discussion is to also high-
light possible new findings or frameworks that are created in this study. Both research ques-

tions are answered in their own subchapters.

6.1 Problems occurring in sales processes

The first research question was: What development areas or problems are in the sales pro-
cess or in the sales work? Problems in sales processes are often tied to the lifecycle of the
company, but they also often have their industry-specific problems. The problems revolve
around efficiency, simplification, and the lack of structure in processes and procedures. In-
creasing systematicity, automaticity, tracking, information distribution and utilization, and

practices within the corporation are themes that seem to present throughout the sales process.

In the prospecting phase, the development areas were affiliated with gathering, sorting and
qualifying leads. Kotler et al. (1999) highlights that with well-done prospecting, the com-

pany avoids a lot of unnecessary work, which creates efficiency. Rainsberger (2023)
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mentioned that handling of the prospects is the most challenging and time-consuming part
of the sales process, which agrees with the findings of this study. Moncrief and Marshall
(2005) highlight that many salespeople are focusing less on finding new customers and more
on managing current relationships. The problems that rose are also tied to gathering and
managing information. Information databases help salespeople become more professional
and relevant to their customer’s businesses, which assists in efficiency in the prospecting

phase.

In the preparation phase, all the problems revolved around time and efficiency. Moncrief
and Marshall (2005) and Long (2007) mention that the strategy of sales revolves around the
construction, maintenance, and the utilization of databases. They are critical in having
knowledge about the customer and thus for the success and efficiency sales. The quantity
and quality of information today is unparalleled and CRM softwares help organizations or-
ganize and distribute that information. (Moncrief & Marshall 2005) Even though the quan-
tity and quality of information is higher than ever before, the problems are also having the
time to go through all that information. The causes of this could be that work life is getting

more and more hectic as calendar bookings fill up the days.

In the contacting phase, the development areas were found in the tools or ways of contacting
and updating and distributing the information. The results of this study indicate that contact-
ing should be effective, but sometimes also efficient and cost-effective. While Moncrief &
Marshall (2005) highlight the relationship-building aspect of contacting, phone calls and
meetings are resource intensive ways of selling. Sometimes organizations need to make de-
cisions on the use of resources; how can we find out new needs or interests in new or existing

customers and serve them more effectively?

The development areas in the presentation phase the gathering of information, targeted
presentations, and better communication to build trust and explain the value proposition.
Fischer et al (2022) mention that increasingly today, customers already explore website con-
tent and seek information themselves. This means that the presentation itself is only part of
the process of building trust and explaining the value proposition. Supporting material needs
to be available for customers without interacting with salespeople to build trustful relation-
ships. In the presentation, the salespeople should already have a grasp on what the interests
of the customer are (Ahvenainen et al 2017), to better deliver the correct value proposition

and target the presentation better. Parantainen (2008) says that customers might not have the
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precise understanding of the value offered by the product due to limited time examining the
details. This also stresses the importance of salespeople appearing as reliable and effectively

delivering the value proposition.

In aftersales and key account management, problems were tied to processes, actions, and
solutions on how to do effective aftersales and key account management. Rubanovitsch
(2009) argues that there is no long-term benefit of acquiring new customers if the profitabil-
ity and continuity of the customer relationship cannot be ensured. Bergstrom and Leppénen
(2013) highlight that the follow up step ensures that the customer is left with a positive ex-
perience. Marshall and Moncrief (2005) press on the importance the follow-up process and
highlight that communication is now much more efficient to execute because of technology.
That implicates the problems found in this study would be easily tackled with digital solu-

tions.

6.2 Digital solutions to improve sales

The second research question was: How can digital solutions help to improve these functions
and make sales more effective? to fill the research gap that Paschou et al. (2020) mentioned
in regards that there is limited knowledge regarding how sales organizations can effectively
implement digital technologies. The digital solutions offered in this study are based on the
development areas and the literature. The solutions offered are tools to help in lead genera-
tion, qualification and analytics, contacting the customer, storing and categorizing infor-
mation, presenting the services, and creating communication pathways. Even though the
digital technologies are vast and plentiful, manual and analog sales activities are still neces-
sary in many stages of the sales process (Rainsberger 2023), which implicates that the of-

fered technologies are not the core, but only the means to an end.

The technology perspective focuses on the capabilities of technology and thus leave the
responsibility to the organization to determine how this technology could be utilized in the
sales process. Many times, the technology isn’t sufficient in itself to apply directly to the
sales process but has to be harnessed e.g. artificial intelligence. The aim is not to understand
the technicalities behind the technology, but to rather see how it can impact the organiza-

tion’s sales (Rainsberger 2023). In this study, the technology perspective served some tools,
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like video conferencing, chatbots, cloud computing, and artificial intelligence that could

tackle the problems found in the sales process.

The sales process perspective starts the analysis for the technology from the need, and not
from the perspective of “how can use this?”. This perspective allows the discovery of con-
crete potential of technology within the sales process (Rainsberger 2023), which is why most
of the suggested digital tools are gathered from this point-of-view. Tools like SEO, meeting
scheduling, demo tools, e-commerce, survey tools, reviews, platforms, webinars and online

meetings are easier to grasp on what can be expected and achieved with them.

The tool perspective focuses on the different tools used in sales and their potential (Rains-
berger 2023). Many of the tools take a comprehensive view about what they are designed to
help with and overlap with each other (See Attachment 2.). The tools found to be best fitting
for the development areas in this study were CRM, different sales acceleration and enable-

ment tools, communication tools as well as lead generation tools.
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7  Conclusions

The aim of this research was to address the research gap in how different sales technologies
and tools fit into sales processes and to which points, thus how sales processes can be im-
proved by digital solutions. To achieve this goal, the current problems and development
areas in the sales process were investigated. Different digital solutions were suggested to
improve the observed development areas and problems. This study was done to address the
research gap of seeking concrete levels of how and when organizations adopt new technol-

ogies to improve their sales process.

The problems in sales processes revolve around efficiency, simplification, and the lack of
structure in processes and procedures. These problems appear in different forms and stages
across the sales process. In the early stages where data gathering and data management are
in high priority, the problems connect to available tools and the capabilities of those tools.
In the mid stages of the sales process, the development areas are connected to how can the
organization effectively showcase their services, create trust, and make their process effi-
cient to save time within the company. In the end stages of the sales process, the problems
are tied to storing information, making reminders, and having tools to keep in touch with the
customer. Increasing systematicity, automaticity, tracking, information distribution and uti-
lization, and practices within the corporation are development areas that seem to present

throughout the sales process.

The digital solutions that allow for the development of these problem areas are categorized
by the step of the sales process. In the early stages, the goal is to drive in more leads through
marketing activities and events, such as webinars, website, social media marketing, but also
to automatize lead categorization and analytics. Keeping the CRM up-to-date and creating
connections between databases and cloud solutions create efficiency in data management
and information search in preparation. In the mid stages of the process digital tools can be
used to make contacting efficient and high quality by email marketing platforms and sup-
porting materials. Spark interest and create trust through different forms of presentation such
as demos and platforms, references, reviews, document sharing and meeting scheduling. At

the end stages, use digital tools to ensure the satisfaction of the customer through survey
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tools and customer success platforms as well as keep in touch with them through reminders,

newsletters, and CRM utilization.

7.1  Managerial implications

Strong managerial implications can be drawn from this study, especially for the target or-
ganization. To improve any organizations sales process, the sales process has to be opened
up and reviewed for any problems or development areas. Also identifying the customer’s
buying process and their pain points allow for more accurate implementation of technologi-

cal solutions. Identifying these points allows for the research of different digital tools.

The digital solutions presented in this study only reflect possible solutions to the problems
in the sales process. Development of sales processes has to come from understanding the
problems, but also understanding the capabilities of the technology. Combining solutions

from these allow for the efficient implementation of technology to the sales process.

For the target organization, development areas were found in all the stages of the sales pro-
cess. In this research, Table 4: Summary shows an example and structure for the target or-
ganization what they can implement to better their sales process. But more importantly, the

action points present concrete steps to take.

- Drive in more leads through marketing activities and events. Find new automated

ways to sort the leads.

- Keep the CRM updated. Create connections between databases. Create procedures

in the company to prepare.

- Spark interest in the customer by finding out what the need. Make digital tools dis-

tribute the information better.

- Find ways through digital solutions to showcase the aspects customer wants to hear

and to better communicate the value proposition.

- Create a KAM process. Keep the CRM updated and equipped to send reminders. Use

digital tools to communicate with the customer.
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7.2 Limitations and directions for future research

Digitalization and different digital tools are emerging constantly as technologies are har-
nessed in new ways. While this study dives deeper in trying to understand how different
digital solutions can be fitted in different sales processes, there are some limitations which

should be addressed are considered in future research.

The organization in this study is a startup company working in business-to-business context
in the energy industry, and more specifically offering smart maintenance services. The in-
terviewees were all part of the organizations sales process and while that does provide in-
depth observations from a single sales process, generalizing these observations to other sales

processes or industries can be controversial.

Another limitation often in qualitative research and in this study is the sample size. Since the
target organization is small, only five people were interviewed for this research paper, and
one of them was a customer. The interviewees were from different aspects of the organiza-
tion and while that does provide this study with different perspectives, lack of expertise in

sales is also controversial.

This study presents interesting directions for future research. Firstly, as this study creates
basis for scouting different technological solutions for different stages of the sales process,
one research avenue could be where companies are struggling in effectively implementing
these solutions and how to overcome them. Secondly, as highlighted in the limitations, this
study was conducted on limited organizations and industries. Therefore, it would be inter-
esting to test if these results could be found in other industries and thus these research find-

ings could be generalized.
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Attachments

Attachment 1: Table of technologies

mensional virtual models and
representations.

Technology Meaning Examples of what can it do
for sales?
3D Visualization Computer graphics that covert Product development
engineering drawings and two- | Presentations
dimensional data into three-di- Animations

Trade fairs
Product configuration

gory of electronic devices that
are worn as accessories, imbed-
ded in clothing, or implanted in
skin.

Rapid prototyping Design process whereby a func- | Product design / development
tional, interactive, and visual Demonstration
model of a future solution is cre- | Proof of concept
ated.
M2M & 10T Machine-to-machine. Devices Process automation

interact and communicate with Distribution channels
each other. Customer experience

Wearables Wearable technology is a cate- Advertisement

Additional sales channel
Location based targeting
Individualized recommenda-
tions

Video Conferencing

Recording, playback or interac-
tion.

Video prospecting / meetings
Reducing travel costs
Content delivery

Collaboration

Collection of processes or tools
that allow teams to interact with
each other through IT systems
and work together.

Time savings

Increased effieciency
Better collaboration
Internal communication

Artificial intelligence

Machines or computers that try
to mimic human intelligent ra-
tional behavior and cognitive ca-
pabilities.

Lead generation

Lead qualification
Communication

Sales management / effi-
ciency

and systematically extracting in-
formation from data sets that or

Chatbots Abbreviation of the words Chat | 24/7 availability
and Robot. Chatbots simulate Improved service levels
conversation through texts. Customer experience
Multilingual communication
Augmented Reality Computer-aided perception or Presentation
representation that extends the Customer experience
real world with virtual aspects. Making complexity visible
Virtual Reality Representation and simultaneous | Presentation
perception of reality and its Prototypes
physical properties in virtual en- | Sales training
vironment.
Big Data & Analytics | Field that deals with collecting Competitive intelligence

Improved decision-making
Optimized pricing




so large, they are difficult to pro- | Product development
cess with traditional methods.
Cloud Computing Providing various services over | Cloud-based CRM
the Internet. Resources include | Sales productivity
tools and applications, such as Flexibility of sales staff
data storage, servers, databases Sales response time
and networks.
Social technology Digital media that enables users | Target group identification
to network via the Internet. Reach target audience
Brand awereness
Mobile Computing Includes all mobile forms of end | Customer access
devices that are not tied to their | Customer demand for infor-
location and allow users to ac- mation
cess data from any location Mobile commerce

Attachment 1: Table of technologies (Rainsberger 2023, p.194-234)




Attachment 2: Sales tools

tomer management, improved

customer relations and loyalty

Sales tool Benefit Examples of areas of applica-
tion
CRM Increased efficiency in cus- | Customer data management

Customer relationship manage-
ment

Sales management and forecasting

Sales acceleration

Increase sales productivity by
shortening and accelerating

sales cycles.

Price configurating
Email tracking

Lead prioritization

Sales enablement

Management and distribution
of sales information and re-

sources.

Document management
Document and email templates

Information sharing with customer

Sales automation

Automation and standardiza-
tion of sales processes and ac-

tivities.

Lead generation
Email automation

Customer communication

Sales analytics

Analysis and evaluation of
sales results, sales activities
and key performance indica-
tors, with the aim of improv-

ing sales performance.

Identification of trends
Forecasting

Demand planning
Customer insights

Behavioral analytics

Customer

communication

Increase efficiency and qual-
ity in customer communica-
tion and improve the customer

experience.

Live chat
Virtual assistants
Webinar solutions

Customer surveys

Lead generation

Increase efficiency and effec-
tiveness in the lead generation

process.

Search marketing
Pop-ups

Social media lead generation

Sales intelligence

Optimization of research and

information gathering in sales.

People

Buying center

Customer service

Optimize customer service

processes, improve customer

Helpdesk

Call center




experience and increase cus-
tomer satisfaction and reten-

tion.

Customer portals
Customer satisfaction measure-

ment

Account based

marketing

Increase the buying probabil-
ity and customer satisfaction
through individualized cus-
tomer targeting and cam-

paigns.

Personalized marketing
Individual customer approach

Increase conversion rates

Attachment 2: Sales tools (Rainsberger 2023, p. 235-266)




Attachment 3: Interview questions

Background Questions:
- Could you tell me about your role or responsibilities in sales?
- How would you describe the sales work in the target company?

- What kind of development has occurred in sales during the time you've been with the
company?

Stages of the Sales Process:

1. Prospecting and Leads
- How does the company acquire new customers?
- How crucial are new customers compared to long-term clients?
- What aspects are currently effective in prospecting and handling leads?

- What problems or areas for improvement exist in prospecting and lead management
currently?

- How could technology be utilized to address these issues or areas for improvement?

- Are there differences in this stage between domestic and international customers?

2. Preparation
- What aspects are currently successful in preparing for sales events?
- What problems or areas for improvement exist in preparing for sales events currently?
- How are databases utilized in sales and preparation currently?
- How could technology be used to address these issues or areas for improvement?

- Are there differences in this stage between domestic and international customers?

3. Contact
- How is contact maintained with customers?
- What aspects of contact are currently effective?
- What problems or areas for improvement are associated with contact currently?

- How could technology be utilized to address these issues?



- Are there differences in this stage between domestic and international customers?

4. Product Presentation
- How are products currently presented to customers?
- What problems exist in the current product presentation?

- How could technology be used to enhance our product presentations?

5. Aftermarket
- How is aftermarket service implemented?
- What aspects are currently successful in aftermarket service?
- What problems or areas for improvement exist in aftermarket service?
- How could technology be utilized to address these issues?

- Are there differences in this stage between domestic and international customers?

6. **Customer Relationship Management:**
- What is crucial in customer relationship management?
- What aspects are currently successful in customer relationship management?
- What problems or areas for improvement exist in customer relationship management?
- How could technology be utilized to address these issues?

- Are there differences in this stage between domestic and international customers?

Sales in General:

- What is currently working well in sales?
- What is essential for sales success?

- Are there other problems or areas for improvement in the sales process or sales work cur-
rently?

- What solutions can you think of for these problems?

- How could technology be utilized in addressing these problems or areas for improve-
ment?

- What tools do you think would be beneficial in your work?



